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Preface




This is my first novel. My previous books have all been nonfiction—to the extent that is possible. They have been about religion, mostly about Jesus, the Bible, God, and Christianity.

I candidly acknowledge that this is a “didactic” novel, a teaching novel. It is the only kind of novel I can imagine writing. I have been a teacher all of my life. My characters wrestle with issues of religion today, and in particular with what it means to be an American Christian in a time of major conflicts, both theological and political.

I am aware that I may not have a novelist’s imagination or gifts. And I am aware that if I were not an already somewhat established author, this novel might not have been published. It’s not easy to find a publisher for a first novel.

I have wanted to write a novel for a long time. I am not sure why. My motive may be an impression that being a novelist is better than being an author of nonfiction. Why I should think that is not clear. An additional motive is curiosity. What would it be like to write a book in which I am making everything up?

It is common for novelists to say that all of their characters are fictitious and that any resemblance to people living or dead is purely coincidental. In my case, it is more truthful to say that any resemblance to people living or dead is completely unavoidable, even though no character should be identified with a particular “real” person. We write about what we know.

All of the characters are made up. The exceptions are occasional historical and contemporary figures from the world of religion and scholarship. But they are not really characters, just people to whom my characters refer. The events in my characters’ lives are also made up—with the obvious exception that they are engaged with the history of our time.

Finally and gratefully, some thank-yous:


	To the staff and management of the Ambassade Hotel in Amsterdam, where I began writing this novel and where, a year later, I completed it.

	To my editor, Mickey Maudlin, and my publisher, Mark Tauber, at HarperOne for their encouragement and uniformly helpful suggestions.

	To production editor Lisa Zuniga, copyeditor Ann Moru, and proofreader Annette Jarvie.

	Above all, to Julia Roller, an exceptionally fine editor and “coach” who helped me in many ways; whatever the quality of this novel, it is much better than it would have been without her.









Chapter 1




On a Saturday in mid-December, Kate Riley locked the door of her office at Wells College in Willow Falls, a small town in central Wisconsin. Behind her, the click of the key in the lock signaled a final good-bye to a successful fall term. She had just finished assigning course grades to the students in her religious studies classes. Before her was a three-week break until winter term began. She relished the prospect of unscheduled time.

Stepping outside, Kate was struck by the winter afternoon sunlight, pale, luminous, and lemony, as if the sun were shining through water. She stopped and simply looked. If I ever move, she thought, I will miss this.

She loved this time of year. In the small town in Minnesota where she had grown up, the earlier and earlier descent of darkness as the days of December shortened had been magical and mysterious. She remembered how twilight had turned to dark as she walked home from school, streetlights coming on, light spilling from the windows of houses. It had felt exciting to be out in the dark, even though it was not yet time for supper.

The deepening darkness had also meant Christmas was near. She recalled the cartoon figure on the front page of the daily newspaper counting down the shopping days until Christmas and her impatience as the number moved so slowly from double digits to single digits and then finally reached the magic number one.

For almost as long as Kate could recall, the season also meant the coming of the second longest vacation of the year. She had been in school most of her life, except for about a decade after graduating from college. Then she had returned to school—five years of graduate study followed by almost five years of teaching at Wells. The academic calendar had become her calendar.

After a minute or so, she crossed the parking lot and got into her car, a red Volvo sports sedan. Purchased the previous fall, her first new car had been a budget-stretching indulgence. She had long loved cars, and the performance of the Volvo’s turbocharged engine delighted her. And its all-wheel drive was very useful in this wintry part of the country, the final rationalization with which she had justified the extravagant expense.

Shifting through the gears and feeling the power of the motor’s low-end torque, she couldn’t imagine why anybody would want an automatic transmission. Crossing the bridge over the frozen river at the edge of town, she pulled into the parking lot behind Murphy’s Tavern, where last night’s snowfall lay mounded in the corners.

Murphy’s was another indulgence. Most days she stopped for a pint or two of Guinness on her way home from the college. Bad habit or perfectly fine? She went back and forth.

She preferred to think of Murphy’s as a pub rather than a tavern, but that was a stretch. Worn and tired, it had an air of shabbiness that verged on seediness. Its lack of curb appeal was a large part of what attracted Kate to the place. A couple of miles from campus, it was far enough away that it was seldom frequented by students or faculty. In the late afternoon, it was most often almost empty—a handful of regulars seated at the bar, the booths and tables usually unoccupied. She could count on being alone here.

Kate sat down in her favorite booth next to a window, from which she could see the river—today mostly covered with snow except where the gray ice had been exposed by the wind. Arthur, the bartender, a short British fellow in his sixties, came to her booth. Smiling, he asked, “How’s the professor today?” He always called her that.

And, as always, she smiled back and said, “I’m doing well, Arthur. And you?” Then, also as always, she ordered a pint of Guinness and a pint of ice water, the latter to slow the pace at which she drank the former.

She lit a cigarette—another reason for being fond of Murphy’s. And another indulgence, Kate thought, even though she rationed herself to six a day. One in the morning with coffee, two saved for the evening, which meant she could smoke as many as three here.

She couldn’t smoke at the college, of course. Its buildings had been smoke-free for years. Moreover, she was embarrassed to be seen smoking by people who knew her. No standing outside a college building and lighting up. Murphy’s was perfect.

From her leather backpack that served as a briefcase, she took out her journal. Kate almost always spent some of her Murphy’s time writing in her journal. It had become a kind of spiritual practice. When she neglected to do so for three or four days, she would find herself becoming scattered, unappreciative, closed down—even grumpy and impatient. So journaling mattered, and she journaled best in a place that was neither work nor home. Writing the date at the top of a fresh page, she paused and then began:

Fall term all wrapped up. Loved the feeling of freedom as I left my office, relishing the prospect of unscheduled days for almost three weeks. And the light. Grateful. Grateful for this time and place.

Yet realizing that my days aren’t completely unscheduled. Need to prepare syllabi for winter term. And beginning on Monday, a week with lots of radio interviews about my new book. My “unscheduled” three weeks suddenly seem crowded.

But still, more time than usual for just being—that delicious spaciousness of time I sometimes feel when there’s nothing scheduled in a day. I don’t want to let myself feel crowded. Mom always used to say, “It’s always the devil who tells you there’s not enough time.”

Kate paused again, then added:

And now that the end-of-term rush of exams and papers and grading is over, I want to pay attention to Advent.

Advent—the season of the church year that began four weeks before Christmas—had become important to her only a decade ago. As a child, she really hadn’t known about Advent—her Irish Catholic father and Swedish Lutheran mother had compromised on their faith differences by not attending church. Kate had had only the vaguest sense of what Christianity was about. She knew about the “big days” of Christmas and Easter, from childhood friends and from her parents’ secular observance of them, but that was about it.

Then, about a dozen years ago, shortly before Kate began graduate school, she had a series of experiences that made God real to her. She recognized them as a variety of mystical experience. They startled her, even as they were also the most wondrous and wonderful experiences of her life.

She became curious about church and attended a variety of worship services, including, one Sunday, an Episcopal church. To her surprise, she found the liturgy deeply moving: a group of people saying and singing traditional words together, listening to ancient texts from the Bible read and sometimes chanted, kneeling for prayer, making the sign of the cross, hearing the Eucharistic liturgy sung by a woman priest, going forward to receive bread and wine, smelling the wine as the chalice was lifted to her lips. She felt as though she had come home.

So she became an Episcopalian and, among other things, learned about the seasons of the church year: Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Holy Week, Easter, Pentecost, and the long season from Pentecost to Advent known as “ordinary time.” A rather exquisite phrase, she thought.

Now it was Advent again. She wrote in her journal:

Advent—“ordinary time” is over. Recalling the rich themes of Advent: darkness and light; yearning and fulfillment; exile and return; a way prepared in the wilderness; pregnancy and birth. All this as preparation for the coming of Christ: “Be born in us today.”

Want to live Advent and not just let it pass by. So what is it about for me this year, at this time in my life?

“Ahem.”

Startled, Kate looked up.

Fred Burgoyne, one of the senior members of the religion department at Wells, looked down at her, his expression a mixture of surprise and bemusement. “Hello, Kate. Didn’t expect to see anyone I knew here. Mind if I join you?”

He didn’t wait for her to respond, sliding into the cracked leather seat across from her and settling his large bulk with a thud.

Kate tried to hide her annoyance at the interruption. “Hello, Fred. What brings you here?”

“Actually, my car broke down a block over. Just waiting for the tow truck to come and ducked into the nearest warm place.”

Arthur hurried over. “Professor, you okay?”

“Yes, thank you, Arthur.”

Arthur looked at Fred, his face revealing a mixture of curiosity and distrust. He was protecting her privacy, Kate realized.

“Ready for your next Guinness, Professor?” he asked.

About two inches of her Guinness remained. Arthur consistently timed his requests to about five minutes before Kate would finish her first pint for, as they both knew, it took about five minutes to draw a Guinness properly. She had learned this from a friend who had been in Ireland, where he had first become fond of the dark stout beer, originally a Protestant beer in a Catholic land, he’d said. Usually she was grateful to Arthur for his solicitousness, but now she wondered what Fred might think.

“No, thank you, Arthur. Fred, would you like anything?”

Fred looked at the table for a menu. Finding none, he glanced back at Arthur, who waited with that same mistrusting expression. “Do you have a good single-malt scotch?”

“No, but we’ve got a blend.”

“What’s the brand?”

“I don’t know. Nobody’s ever asked me. They just order scotch.”

“Well, I suppose that’ll have to do.”

Arthur nodded and turned without another word.

Fred raised an eyebrow at Kate. “Rolling the dice asking for that in a place like this. So, it seems like you come here often?”

Kate didn’t want to admit to him that he’d invaded her secret place, but she didn’t want to lie to Fred either. “Sometimes,” she said finally.

Fred looked around at the peeling paint, the dim lighting, the serious drinkers hunched over the bar with an incredulous expression on his face.

Kate felt the need to defend herself and Murphy’s. “I find it a good place to write,” she said, nodding at her open journal.

“Ah,” Fred nodded and shifted into mentor mode, looking over his glasses at her in a way that made her feel she was one of his students. “I hear you’ve gotten quite a bit of publicity for your latest book.”

“I do have several radio interviews lined up for next week. It will be a busy Advent for me.”

“Advent? So you follow the church calendar then?”

Kate was taken aback. “Well, yes. I especially enjoy Advent. I like the idea of”—she was about to say “preparing for Christ,” thought better of it, and said instead, “a season of reflection.”

Fred frowned. “That reminds me, Kate. I’ve been thinking about whether it’s such a good idea for you to be focusing on such Christian ideas in your published work.”

Although Kate knew she and Fred didn’t see eye to eye on matters of faith, this remark struck her as completely out of left field. Trained in process philosophy and theology, Fred had lately developed what Kate saw as a somewhat eccentric interest, namely, the question of whether Jesus ever existed. His recent publications, consisting of a few articles and the occasional letter to the editor of the area’s newspaper, argued that early Christianity was a myth invented by Paul and others. His prose was not only provocative but pugnacious—he seemed to delight in stirring the pot. But in person he had always been gentle and playful and seemingly supportive of her work, at least until now.

“Why do you say that, Fred?” she responded, trying to keep the surprise out of her voice. “I don’t see my work as any more Christian than that of many other biblical scholars.”

“Well, your first book was fine. A very nice treatment of James. But then you did this new book with its focus on the birth narratives and their meaning for church people today, and now I hear that you might be doing a book on C. S. Lewis. Don’t you worry that your interests are becoming a little, well, popular?”

What was that supposed to mean? Now she really wanted a second cigarette, but she didn’t want to smoke in front of Burgoyne. She overheard a conversation between two women at the bar as Arthur washed a couple of glasses. One said, “You just shut your mouth.” Her companion said, “Well, I’ll shut my mouth if you’ll just shut your legs.” They laughed.

Kate returned her attention to Fred. “I’m just writing about what interests me. What do you mean exactly by my interests becoming too popular?”

Now Fred looked reluctant. “Nothing. Let’s talk about something else. Other than your book commitments, what are you doing for the break? Visiting family?”

Kate winced slightly. Her fingers itched for her second cigarette. “No, I’ve decided to spend Christmas alone this year.” Kate’s parents had died in a car accident when she was a senior in high school. Since that time, she had sometimes spent Christmas with aunts and uncles or with friends. Though she still had standing invitations to spend Christmas with relatives and several friends on the faculty had told her that they would be happy to include her in their Christmas festivities, she had decided over two years ago, after Peter, to be alone at Christmas. After all, she was alone.

Feeling as though she had to add something to her statement, she pulled a couple of books out of her bag. “Plus I’m looking forward to diving into these.”

Fred picked up the first, Wittgenstein’s Poker. “Ah yes, this is a good one. Wittgenstein and Popper and their historical meeting at the Cambridge Philosophical Society in the mid-twentieth century.”

“I’m interested in the way the eyewitnesses differ about what exactly occurred,” Kate said. “Did Wittgenstein threaten Popper with a fireplace poker or did he just hold it up? It raises the question of what memory is. When we remember, what are we doing? Are we going back in time so that we are present once again at the event, at ‘what happened’? Or are we remembering the last time we remembered it or told the story of it, so that memory is a series of veneers laid over the past?”

“Interesting,” Fred said, his tone implying that it was not, in fact, all that interesting.

Kate felt another rumble of irritation as he picked up the second book, a detective novel by Julia Spencer-Fleming entitled In the Bleak Mid-Winter.

“I haven’t heard of this one,” he said.

“It’s from a series about a woman Episcopal priest in upstate New York.”

“Ah, back to the church again,” Fred said.

“I guess,” Kate shrugged. Why is he harping on that subject? she wondered.

She glanced at her watch and pretended it was time for her to go. She gathered her books and journal and slipped them into her backpack, then fumbled in her wallet for money, regretting that she’d never gotten to order a second Guinness. “Sorry, Fred, I need to leave. I have a dinner commitment. Can I drop you anywhere?”

“No, no,” he said. “I’m sure the tow truck will be here momentarily, and I want to go to the auto shop and make sure they take good care of my baby.”

“Ah, I understand that,” Kate smiled, relieved by his refusal. “Well, enjoy your break.”

“You too,” Fred said. “You too.”








Chapter 2




Troubled by the strange conversation she’d had with Burgoyne, Kate tried to distract herself with NPR as she drove to Geoff’s house. Realizing that she would be early, she drove around for a while, taking one of the country roads that led up into the forested hills surrounding Willow Falls. Nothing comforting in the evening news, however. The warin Iraq continued to go badly, and the title of Bob Woodward’s book State of Denial floated into her mind.

It was a relief when she arrived at Geoff’s house. The newest member of the department, Geoff Cooper was in his second year at Wells. His area was Asian religions with a specialty in Buddhism. She enjoyed him, and he had become her best friend on the faculty. In addition to their everyday contacts at the college, they had dinner together once or twice a month.

They were the only single members of the department. He was about her age—a couple years younger. Handsome, though he didn’t look as though he worked out. Soft mouth that smiled easily. Gray-green eyes. Salt and pepper hair—though more pepper than salt. Probably everyone would have thought they were a couple, except for the fact that Geoff was gay, which she hadn’t guessed until about the third or fourth time they’d had dinner together a year ago.

She knocked at Geoff’s back door and walked in without waiting for him to answer. Geoff was in the kitchen. He looked up at her, smiled, and asked, “Shall I open a bottle of wine?” as he peeked into a pot on the stove.

“Not yet, at least not for me,” Kate said as she slipped off her coat and unwound her scarf. “I’ve already had a Guinness. But some sparkling water, some Sprudel, would be nice.” She enjoyed the sound of the German word and the way she had to push her lips forward to say it, as if she were kissing somebody.

“You betcha,” Geoff said, teasingly using one of her Midwestern expressions. He poured a glass of sparkling water for her and a glass of Russian River California chardonnay for himself. He sipped. “Pretty nice. Don’t miss it.”

“I’ll try some with dinner, after that Guinness has settled a bit. Speaking of that Guinness, you’ll never guess who I ran into at Murphy’s.”

“An old boyfriend?”

Kate grinned. “No. I wish. Fred Burgoyne.”

“That is strange. Why wasn’t he home with his family?”

“His car broke down.”

Geoff laughed. “That’s how most people end up there, I think.”

“Hey,” Kate raised her hands in mock protest. “I know you’re not the biggest fan of Murphy’s, but I like it. And I have to admit, I was dismayed to have my private place invaded by somebody from the department. He said the strangest thing.” She took another sip of her sparkling water. “He said that my scholarship was too Christian, too ‘popular.’ What do you think he meant by that? Do you think they’ve been talking about my tenure chances?”

Geoff perched on a stool next to her.

“I haven’t heard anything, although I doubt that I would; I’m the low man on the totem pole, and they all know that we’re close friends. But what problem could they have with your scholarship? Your new book’s gotten great endorsements and Publishers Weekly gave it a starred review.”

“I know, but he made several comments about the church. I set him off by mentioning Advent. I think he’s concerned that I’m letting my faith dictate my scholarship.”

Geoff set down his wineglass. “That’s ridiculous. Surely his areas of interest are dictated at least partly by his own faith or lack of it. Our beliefs affect everything we do. If they let the fact that you’re a practicing Christian interfere with your tenure chances, I will personally place the call to the ACLU.”

Kate laughed, his remark dispelling any lingering uneasiness. “I think we’re getting ahead of ourselves. I probably just overreacted. How has your day been?”

“Pretty ordinary.” Geoff brightened. “Hey, did you hear that the Chinese government has just passed a law against unauthorized reincarnation? I’m not sure I’ve got all the details right, but I think they’re going to require a license for reincarnation.”

Geoff was a self-professed news junkie. He always had some kind of interesting tidbit to share with her. Sometimes Kate suspected he focused on the news of the weird because he didn’t want to talk about his personal life. Or then again, perhaps he didn’t feel that his personal life was very interesting. Kate could relate to that sentiment. She smiled at him. “Really? That’s bizarre.”

“Well,” Geoff continued, “they’re thinking of the Dalai Lama’s successor—they don’t want another troublemaker. So they want to be in charge of who it is.”

“Kind of like the Roman Empire in the first century requiring a license for resurrection—no unauthorized resurrections allowed?”

“Exactly,” Geoff grinned.

“So,” Kate said, “I have something to celebrate: I’m done with end-of-term chores. Free as a bird. How about you?”

“I finished yesterday, so me too. But I don’t feel free as a bird. I’ve only got four days before I leave to be with my folks for Christmas. And this year I agreed to stay for two weeks. Brothers and sisters and nieces and nephews coming, but at staggered dates. So, a flow of relatives. Like a parliament of owls—did you know that’s what a group of owls is called?”

“My favorite is an exaltation of larks.”

“That’s a good one too. Anyway,” Geoff continued, “when I get back, I won’t have a lot of time before the start of next term, so I want to get a lot of preparation done before I go. So, a couple of days of writing syllabi. Plus I need to do some Christmas shopping. Then, getting on a plane—feels like a lot.”

He peered at the clock over Kate’s head. “Time to check the stove.”

“What are we having?”

“Duck à la Geoff,” he said. “Duck quarters browned and then simmered in white wine with onions, shallots, garlic, and herbes de Provence. Simmered so long it falls off the bone.”

“You’ve served it before. I love it.”

Geoff dished out two servings of the duck and, plates in hand, they moved to the table. By unspoken agreement they both bowed their heads for a silent blessing before they began to eat.

“So,” Geoff said, putting his napkin in his lap, “I’ve told you about my next few days. What do yours look like?”

“Well, I’m spending Christmas alone again this year. So I’m basically going to be at home—with myself. I mostly love the thought. Except next week won’t feel exactly alone—I’ve got all those radio interviews to do on my book. Fourteen—that’s a lot.”

“Good for you,” Geoff said. “Your publicist has done a good job.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” Kate paused to take a bite. “But still, I wish there weren’t quite so many. This duck is fantastic as usual, Geoff.”

“Thank you. Are you nervous about the interviews?”

“No, not really. These will be my first book interviews, but I’ve done interviews before. In my late twenties, I worked part-time as an interviewer on an NPR station. Mostly I was the interviewer, of course, but near the end I got interviewed about some of the stories I did. So I’ve been on both sides of the mike, and I’m not uncomfortable about doing them. It’s just that they seem like such interruptions. One of the joys of my life is a completely unscheduled day—and they’re pretty rare. And to have two or three interviews a day—that’s a lot of interruption.”

She shook her head. “But enough about me.” She looked at his dear face. “You know, there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you. Are you ready for a personal question?”

Geoff cocked his head. “Maybe.”

“Well, we’ve known each other for over a year, and I’ve known that you’re gay for much of that time, but I’ve never asked you if you’re in a relationship. The other day it struck me that if you were a woman friend, we would have talked about this a long time ago. So, do you mind? Do you have a secret life I don’t know about?”

Geoff took a sip of wine. “Well,” he said, “no. Not for about ten years. I had a number of relationships in my twenties—not very many, actually. But there were two that were relatively long-term, two or three years each. There was Robert.” His eyes went far away for a moment, obviously recalling some fond memories. “You could call him Robert or Rob, but never Bob. And there wasThomas—and he wouldn’t answer to Tom. Perhaps I’m attracted to formality. I enjoyed them. Good guys. Lots of caring and companionship and fun. But they didn’t last. I’m not sure why. Of course, there wasn’t much support for gay relationships not so long ago. But I don’t know if that would have made the difference.”

“So you’ve been celibate for what—ten years?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Is that hard?”

“Well, it doesn’t matter all that much most of the time.”

“Is that because you’ve got a Buddhist attitude?”

Geoff smiled. “Perhaps. Of course there are a lot of married Buddhists. But, yeah, I think Buddhism is right about grasping being the source of our suffering. And there’s a lot of grasping in sexuality, whether we’re in a relationship, or not in a relationship and wanting one. I suspect sexuality that isn’t grasping is very rare.

“I do know that my life has been more peaceful without it. I can really understand priestly celibacy, even though I think it’s become counterproductive for the Catholic Church. They’ll have to give it up soon, or there won’t be enough priests. Already there aren’t. They’ll need to start allowing priests to marry, or ordain women—don’t know which would be harder for them.”

He raised his eyebrows. “But I do understand the wisdom of celibacy. If you’ve let go of thinking about sex, it gives you all kinds of time for other matters.”

“Is that the way it is for you? That you don’t even think about it?”

“Mostly. Sometimes I think it would be nice to have a companion. Not just a sexual companion, but a companion, and sex would be part of it. But I don’t spend a lot of time on it. How about you?” he asked Kate. “Do you have a secret life?”

“Actually, I’m quite a bit like you. I’ve had some interesting flings and one sort of long-term relationship in my twenties—a guy named Erik. But right after I began graduate school, I decided that I wouldn’t have casual sex or an affair—that I’d become involved with someone only if it looked like it could be a marriage. And then a few years ago, there was Peter.”

Geoff reached for the wine bottle and poured himself a second glass, then a glass for Kate. “What made you come to that decision? About only becoming involved with someone if you saw marriage potential?”

Kate smiled. “You would zero in on that. I had a brief affair with a professor from my undergraduate college, a man named Martin. It didn’t happen until the year after I graduated. But he was married at the time, and I just decided I was never going to do anything like that again.” She laughed, the sound hollow and self-conscious even to her own ears. “It sounds kind of sordid now, I guess, but at the time it didn’t feel that way at all.”

Geoff looked at her closely, but didn’t press the issue. “What about the other two relationships? Erik and Peter?”

Kate was relieved not to have to talk more about Martin. “Okay, Erik. Well, let’s see—that relationship lasted almost two years. I was twenty-four and he was twenty-nine. His wife had divorced him—fell in love with an Irish poet. Erik thought of himself as a nerd, and in any case no competition for an Irish poet. So he just gave up, didn’t fight the divorce at all. 

“We met in church, of all places. I didn’t go very often in those days—just a few times a year. I thought he was interesting, and the more we talked, the more I enjoyed him. He was bright, funny, and not on the make—he couldn’t imagine that he was attractive. It just wasn’t in him. But we started seeing each other. Finally, after a couple of months, I asked him, ‘Erik, would you like to go to bed with me?’ I knew he would never take the initiative. I think he was stunned. But he was definitely interested. We were great lovers. It was as if everything was brand-new for him—and it was, mostly, for me too. He told me he had done the ‘wild thing,’ as we called it, only with his wife—and I guess it wasn’t very wild.

“Soon we started living together, and our evenings were mostly filled with making love, usually more than once. We listened to Elton John, the Moody Blues, Cat Stevens, and Van Morrison. James Taylor, Judy Collins, and Joni Mitchell were for afterwards. And we often made love when we woke up in the morning, and sometimes had a quickie in the afternoon. It was really nice—he wasn’t greedy, just lost in delight. I loved it.”

“I had no idea you were such a sex kitten,” Geoff said.

“Well, I have been.” Kate laughed.

“So what happened to the relationship?”

“Well, he was transferred away from Chicago, so we decided to try a long-distance relationship.”

Kate took a sip of chardonnay. “It worked for about six months and then fell apart. He was too worried about whether or not I was being faithful. It even began to spoil the one or two weekends we did spend together each month. I was being faithful, but I guess because he knew firsthand how much I enjoyed sex, he couldn’t imagine that I could get along very long without it.

“It almost drove him crazy. He had anxiety attacks and started seeing a therapist. During one two-week crisis period, he saw his therapist every day. One day he even saw him twice. It was terrible. He made it seem as though I was putting him through all of this pain, but I really wasn’t. Then I did have an affair, a pretty meaningless one. I think he did too, and so we both suspected the other of what we ourselves had done. It got terribly complicated. And we couldn’t work it out. It was so very sad. He was actually very sweet.

“But it was very good while it lasted. I still wonder if he didn’t have enough courage or if I didn’t have enough patience. We might have been able to make it. And if we had stayed together, I probably would be a mom by now with a couple of teenagers.”

They were silent. Geoff said, “So do you have a secret life now?”

“No—at least not of a sexual kind. But a couple of years ago, I guess I did. In the spring of my first year here at Wells, I met a guy named Peter at the regional conference of the American Academy of Religion. He teaches religion at Fillmore College, about three hundred miles from here—do you know it?”

“I’ve heard of it,” Geoff said. “A small liberal arts college, even smaller than Wells. And named after Millard Fillmore? Kind of weird.”

Kate laughed. “Actually, yes. Anyway, Peter and I hit it off pretty well at the conference, and we started to e-mail afterwards. After a couple of months, we decided to spend a weekend together—and we were real clear that it would be chaste—no sexual expectations. Well, we had a good time—we could really talk to each other. A couple of months later we had another weekend together, and then another, and on the fifth weekend we decided to sleep together. Well, it was nice—and so we started to see each other at least one weekend a month, and sometimes two.”

Kate paused. “And then, about two years ago, we had to decide whether this was a long-term relationship—you know, whether this was about marriage. And we realized that neither of us was willing to move to be with the other one. The issue was jobs—you know how hard it is to find a teaching position in a college or university these days. I guess we each wanted a career more than each other.”

She took another sip of the chardonnay. “This is nice. So, anyway, Peter and I drifted apart. We still talk on the phone once in a while. But we haven’t seen each other for two years. So that’s how long I’ve been celibate—not a record for me, but close.”

“How’s that been?”

“Okay,” Kate said. “I haven’t met anybody here who tempts me—except you. You know, it took me about four months to figure out that you’re gay. And I thought, ‘Damn.’ ” She grinned at him. “But you know that.”

She looked at her watch. “It’s nine o’clock. It used to be that Saturday night was only beginning at nine. We grow old, we grow old. I need to leave soon—church tomorrow, you know. Let me help you with the dishes.”

“No—it will take me less than five minutes to load them into the dishwasher. Just let yourself be a guest tonight.”

“That’s a lovely notion. Thank you for that and for a wonderful evening.” Kate found her handbag and her coat, Geoff kissed her on the cheek, and she headed out into the wintry night.

She arrived home after a silent drive through empty snow-bordered streets. She turned the kettle on and put a bag of PG Tips into a small teapot. While the tea brewed, she took off her turtleneck and slipped into a worn red-checked flannel shirt.

Then she got out her Book of Common Prayer. She loved the words of Compline, the night service. She read its opening line aloud: “The Lord Almighty grant us a peaceful night and a perfect end.” Then a few psalms; she was especially fond of Psalms 31 and 134. But it was the prayers at the end of the service that were most dear to her:

Be our light in the darkness, O Lord, and in your great mercy defend us from all perils and dangers of this night.

Keep watch, dear Lord, with those who work, or watch, or weep this night, and give your angels charge over those who sleep. Tend the sick, Lord Christ; give rest to the weary, bless the dying, soothe the suffering, pity the afflicted, shield the joyous; and all for your love’s sake.

And then:

Guide us waking, O Lord, and guard us sleeping; that awake we may watch with Christ, and asleep we may rest in peace.

Instead of the peaceful feeling she normally experienced after reading the prayer, she found herself replaying the strange conversation she’d had with Burgoyne. She’d never expected that her faith could become a stumbling block in her academic career; she’d always viewed it as enhancing her area of study. In fact, Kate had always thought that seeing God as real—being passionate about God—gave her an edge over scholars who treated religion as some kind of relic from a bygone era. Thinking it over convinced her—she still believed that to be true. Returning to the prayer, she repeated it twice. Soon she was in bed, asleep.








Chapter 3




On Monday morning, while it was still dark, Kate sat in the breakfast nook of her small rented house on the edge of town, sipping her second cup of coffee. She opened her Book of Common Prayer to the morning service. She said the opening line in the language of the older prayer book, which she occasionally preferred to the revision done in the late 1970s: “O Lord, open thou my lips.” It seemed a fitting way to begin each day.

Since she was alone, she also said the response: “And my mouth shall show forth thy praise.” In her mind she heard, as she often did, an Oxford college choir singing the phrase with tightly controlled joy. So British, so Anglican.

She read two of the four biblical readings assigned for the day. She had tried for a time to read all four texts every day, but found that she always felt a bit rushed and her mind easily wandered off. Pacing mattered.

Then, as she often did, she read a prayer from another book, today from Prayers for a Planetary Pilgrim:

The part of this earthen plane in which I live is wrapped in winter as this new day dawns for me. The winter earth leans away from the sun, and I miss its light and warmth. How easily I also lean away from you, Beloved God, and your warmth. How readily I lean toward other things and so find the cold touch of winter upon my words and deeds. How often I forget you, who formed my being and who shaped the cosmos, sending spinning suns by the billions into the winter wasteland of empty space.

I dedicate this winter day to you, as I now enter into the chapel of my heart to sit in stillness with you. May I leave outside this circle of silence all my worries and concerns for this day, as I enter into prayer.

She sat in silence for a number of minutes and then said, “Amen.” Returning to the Book of Common Prayer, she concluded with its prayer for guidance:

Lord God, in you we live and move and have our being: we humbly pray you so to guide and govern us by your Holy Spirit, that in all the cares and occupations of our life we may not forget you, but may remember that we are ever walking in your sight; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

A few minutes before nine, Kate went into her study. It had been the second bedroom in her house, but she had made it an office, installing bookshelves, a desk, and an overstuffed easy chair. She settled herself in the easy chair, a copy of her new book, a glass of water, a notepad and pen, and her speakerphone arranged on the table beside her. Now she just had to wait for the phone to ring. She consulted the list her publicist had sent her. First up, KBNK, an NPR affiliate in Seattle. Host: Jeff Reed. It was seven in the morning out there—she wondered who would be listening. She focused on her breathing to calm herself. She had told Geoff the truth: she felt fairly comfortable about radio interviews, but she still experienced a flutter of nerves as she waited for the station to call.

She picked up her book and flipped idly through it, wondering what questions the interviewer would think to ask. And if he had read any of it. Her first book, a scholarly treatment of the New Testament letter of James based on her doctoral dissertation, had made a small splash in the academic world, but was too specialized to attract media attention. But this book was on the stories of Jesus’s birth and so was, her publisher insisted, of general interest. And so fourteen interviews on radio stations around the country had been arranged for this week, three of them this morning. A couple would be as brief as ten minutes, some would take a full hour.

The phone rang. She answered, “Good morning. This is Kate Riley.”

A voice at the other end said, “This is station KBNK. Please hold on for your interview with Jeff. It will begin in about two minutes.”

“Thank you. I’m looking forward to it,” Kate said, but the voice was already gone. Instead, she heard some music, station identification, a weather forecast, and advertisements for a restaurant, a mattress store, and a quick-lube chain.

Then the host’s voice introduced her: “Our guest today is Professor Kate Riley, a biblical scholar who teaches at Wells College in Willow Falls, Wisconsin, and author of a new book about the birth of Jesus. The title is Two Stories, One Birth. A timely topic at this time of the year. Thank you for taking time to be on our show today.”

He paused. Kate took it as a cue to respond: “Well, you’re welcome, and thank you for having me.”

“Professor Riley—or may I call you Kate?”

“Yes—that would be fine,” Kate said, wondering whether he would have asked a male author that question. Like saying to Stephen Hawking, “May I call you Steve?”

He continued, “Kate, as you emphasize in the title of your book, there are two stories of Jesus’s birth in the New Testament, in Matthew and Luke, and they’re quite different from each other. I admit that, until I read your book, I didn’t realize how different they are—I’ve always heard them together as one story. So maybe we should begin there.”

“They are quite different.” Kate hesitated for a moment, gathering her thoughts. It was difficult sometimes to condense her answers down to the sound bites she knew radio people wanted to hear. “Matthew’s is much shorter—if you subtract the genealogy from the beginning of his gospel, his story of Jesus’s nativity is only 31 verses long. Luke’s is much longer, 132 verses, so it’s four times as long.” A doubt stabbed her. That’s right, isn’t it? Or is it 32 verses in Matthew and 131 in Luke? Oh well, let someone call in and correct me if I’m wrong.

She continued, “And the tone of the stories is very different. Matthew’s is dark and threatening—it’s dominated by King Herod and his plot to kill Jesus. Even the story of the wise men following the star is part of that plot.

“Luke’s story is basically joyful. There’s no plot by Herod to kill Jesus; instead, there are hymns filled with joy sung by Mary and Zechariah and Simeon. And by angels in the night sky to shepherds. You know, if we were to do a Christmas pageant based solely on Luke, it would be kind of a musical, with lots of arias.”

“A musical?” Jeff queried, his tone doubtful. Kate wondered if she should explain more. Probably it wouldn’t be helpful for her to break into “Singing in the Rain.” She smiled to herself as he continued, “Are there other differences?”

“Yes. One of the more interesting ones is whether Jesus was born at home or in a stable a long way from home. In Matthew, it happens at home—Mary and Joseph live in Bethlehem, Jesus is born there, and the wise men come to their house, their home.

“But in Luke, Mary and Joseph live in Nazareth—that’s where the angel Gabriel comes to Mary and tells her that she will become pregnant by the Holy Spirit. But even though they live in Nazareth, Jesus is born in Bethlehem because of a Roman census that requires everybody to return to their ancestral birthplace. So we have the famous story of Mary and Joseph journeying to Bethlehem, where there’s no room in the inn, and that’s why Jesus is born in a stable and placed in a manger. But none of that’s in Matthew—no journey, no stable, no manger, because Bethlehem is home.”

The host spoke again. “So, with these differences—and some sound like contradictions—are you saying that these stories maybe aren’t historically factual? I think most Christians believe that they are—that these things did happen. But if they didn’t happen this way, why should people take them seriously?”

“Well,” Kate hesitated, “that depends upon how we see these stories. If we see their purpose as historical reporting, to tell us what happened, then the question of factuality matters a great deal. People often get fixated on factuality: either things happened this way, or these stories aren’t true. They’re no better than fables or ‘pious frauds,’ as one scholar recently put it.

“And it’s not surprising that some people have difficulty believing in their factuality. There’s lots of spectacular happenings in them. A divine conception. A magic star that behaves with the precision of a global positioning device, leading the wise men to Jerusalem and then turning left to lead them south to Bethlehem, where it stops above exactly the right house. Lots of angels—they appear to Joseph and Mary and Zechariah, and a multitude of them fills the sky and sings to shepherds. No wonder people ask whether things like this ever really happened. So in my book I present a different option for seeing these stories, one that moves beyond the question of historical factuality, namely, that we see them as parables and overtures.”

Jeff broke in. “What exactly do you mean by parables and overtures?”

Perfect, Kate thought. He was leading her right where she wanted to go. “Let me begin with why I call them overtures. The musical analogy is very deliberate. Just as an overture to a symphony typically introduces the central themes of the symphony as a whole, so the birth stories in Matthew and Luke are overtures to the gospels that follow. And just as the overture to a symphony is the symphony in miniature, so the birth stories are the gospel in miniature. They sound the central themes of the gospels, and they seem to have been deliberately composed to do so.

“And I also see the stories as parables. Think of the parables of Jesus, like the good Samaritan and the prodigal son. I don’t know anybody who thinks that Jesus was simply reporting something that happened the other day. Or that if these stories didn’t happen, they’re not true, no better than pious frauds. Everybody recognizes that their point is their meaning—that’s their purpose. To argue about whether or not there really was a good Samaritan would completely miss the point.

“Parables are about meaning, not factuality. And the truth of a parable is its meaning. Parables can be truthful, truth-filled, even while not being historically factual. And I apply this to the birth stories: we best understand them when we see them as parables and overtures, and when we don’t worry or argue about whether they’re factual.”

“Very interesting,” Jeff said. “So how far do you take this? As I understand your book, you’re saying that it doesn’t matter whether there was a star of Bethlehem or wise men bringing gifts, or whether Jesus was born at home or in a stable, or whether angels sang to shepherds, or even whether Jesus was born in Nazareth or Bethlehem. Would you extend this to the virgin birth as well—that it doesn’t matter whether it happened? That’s pretty important to a lot of Christians.”

The big question. Kate took a breath. “Well, my emphasis as a historian is on the meaning of a story of a divine conception in the context of the first century, not on whether it happened.”

“So, what does the story of the divine conception of Jesus mean?”

“More than one thing.” Kate was talking faster now. She wanted to get to everything before they had to end the interview. “There is a Jewish context. In the Jewish Bible, the Christian Old Testament, there is a tradition of special births made possible by God, beginning with the birth of Isaac to Sarah and Abraham, the mother and father of Israel, when she was ninety years old and he a hundred. And there are more stories of such births, almost always when the future of Israel was at stake.

“And there’s a Roman context. The Roman Empire had a theology, which scholars call Roman imperial theology. Within this theology, Caesar Augustus, the greatest of the Roman emperors, was said to have been the product of a divine conception—conceived by the god Apollo in the womb of his mother, Atia. And so he was ‘Son of God.’ He had other titles as well. Augustus was also called ‘lord,’ ‘savior of the world,’ and the ‘bringer of peace on earth.’ So were his successors. These adulations were on coins and temples and public monuments—as omnipresent in the first-century world as advertising is in ours.”

Kate continued, again wondering if her response was getting too long. “And of course, this is language that the followers of Jesus used about him—in the gospels and the rest of the New Testament, and in the birth stories. So when we put these stories in their first-century context, they counter Roman imperial theology at point after point. Jesus is the product of a divine conception, the true Son of God, the true Lord, the true savior of the world,the one who really brings peace on earth. Jesus is all of that—and theemperor is not. The story of Jesus’s divine conception is part ofthat larger meaning. Jesus is Lord—empire is not.”

The host interjected, “One last question. What you’re saying sounds pretty political. Are you saying that these stories are more political than religious?”

“How much time do I have?” Kate asked.

“Oh—about two minutes.”

“Okay. Well, not more political than religious. They’re both. You know, religion and politics are consistently intertwined in the Bible, from beginning to end. Think of ancient Israel’s story of its origins, the most important story in the Jewish tradition: Moses and the exodus from Egypt. Is that story religious or political? It’s both. It’s about God and God’s passion—what God is passionate about—and it’s a story of a liberation that is political and economic as well as religious.

“This connection between religion and politics continues in the Jewish Bible—think of the prophets. God’s passion in the Bible is that the world be a different kind of place. Their passion, and God’s passion, is justice and peace. I see the stories of Jesus’s birth as continuing this emphasis. Of course, they’re about more than politics. They have themes that touch our personal and spiritual yearnings as well. They’re about light in the darkness—the magic star in Matthew, the glory of the Lord shining in the night sky as angels sing to shepherds in Luke. They’re saying that Jesus is the light in our darkness, the light of the world.

“Then there’s the theme of fulfillment of our deepest yearnings. Matthew does this by citing the fulfillment of prophecies, Luke by echoing the language of hope and fulfillment in the songs in his story of Jesus’s birth.

“And they are about God’s passion for a different kind of world. They’re about all of this. Even the themes of light and fulfillment are political as well as religious. They are the gospel in miniature. And just as the gospel—the good news about Jesus—is both religious and political, so are the Christmas stories.” Kate stopped, thinking that the time was probably up and that this would be a good place to end.

She was surprised when Jeff said, “We have about thirty seconds, so let me ask you one more question. What should this mean for Christians and politics in America today?”

In thirty seconds, and now less, what should she say, and how bland or bold should she be? It felt as if she thought for at least five seconds, leaving a period of dead air bordering on the unacceptable. Finally, she said, “Well, as a country, we are the empire of our time, the Rome of our time—and we go around pretending that we’re Jesus.”

“Okay. Well, that’s all the time we have,” the host said. “Thinking about that should make for an interesting Christmas. Thank you, Kate Riley, talking about her new book, Two Stories, One Birth. You can buy it at most bookstores and, of course, on the Internet.” Before Kate could say, “Thank you,” another advertisement came on.

Those last words of hers about our country as Rome pretending to be Jesus had been pretty ballsy, but she was pleased with having come up with the line. It was new; she had not said or thought that before. The interview as a whole had gone well.

She relaxed back in her chair and glanced at her watch. She had just a few minutes before her next interview. She scanned her schedule again. KJCS in western Minnesota. Hosts: Steve and Debra Hastings. She wondered if that was a husband and wife team. Her home state, but she didn’t recognize the call letters. Probably not an NPR affiliate this time.

She got up, stretched, and jotted a few brief notes about her last interview before the phone rang again. “Hello, this is Kate Riley,” she answered.

“I’m Audrey. I’m the producer for the KJCS Rise and Shine show. You’ll be on air with Steve and Debra in just a few moments. Do you have any questions?”

“I think I’m fine. Thank you.”

“Then please hold.”

And Kate was again shunted off to radio hold land where she listened to a commercial promising thicker, more luxurious hair and another promoting a Christian diet book. Then a click and she heard a male voice announcing, “And now author Kate Riley has joined us to talk about the true meaning of Christmas. She’s just written a book called Two Stories, One Birth: What the Gospels Really Say About Christmas. Welcome. Now, shall we call you Reverend Riley?”

“Thank you. No, it’s actually Professor or Dr. Riley, but Kate is just fine.”

“So, Kate, tell us a little more about your book.”

“Well, as you mentioned, it’s called Two Stories, One Birth. It’s about the two birth narratives in Matthew and Luke and their historical context.”

A woman’s voice now. This must be Debra. “One of my favorite parts of the Christmas Eve service is hearing the gospel reading about the birth story. Poor Mary, having to have her baby so far from home.”

Kate hesitated. These two sounded more like hosts of a Christian talk show than of the news or book program she had expected. She wondered if KJCS meant “King Jesus Christ Savior.” She probably needed to tread carefully. “You know, that’s an interesting point. Only in the book of Luke do Mary and Joseph have to travel to Bethlehem to have their baby. In Matthew, Jesus is also born in Bethlehem, but Matthew’s narrative makes no mention of the couple traveling there, leading us to assume that Bethlehem is their home.”

Silence
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